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A Nakhl is a huge wooden structure similar to a cypress tree in shape, which on the anniversary of
the martyrdom of Iranian national and religious legends is carried ceremonially, symbolising their
coffin. The origins of the ritual of Nakhl-gardani go back to ancient Iran and the martyrdom of
the legendary hero Siavash. But after the coming to power of the Safavid Shiite government, this
ritual was held only to commemorate the martyrdom of Imam Hussein every year on the day of
Ashura in the arid and desert areas of central Iran, where the cypress trees grow. The present article
seeks to analyse how the Nakhl-gardani ritual is performed and interpret the cultural meanings
affecting each stage of the ritual in central Iran, and for this purpose, it has used the technique of
‘thick description’, which is used by interpretive anthropologists. The information of this research
has been collected through observation and in-depth interviews with 19 organisers of the ritual
and mourners present on the day of Ashura in 2020 in the cities of Yazd, Mehriz and Ardakan
in central Iran. Findings of the research show that the Nakhl-gardani ritual is performed in two
stages: Preparing the Nakhl and carrying it. In the first stage, some artists using local knowledge
and Nazr (a kind of public donation) construct a Nakhl in various sizes and a person called Babaye
Nakhl decorates the Nakhl with symbolic objects such as donated mirrors, pieces of red cloth and
traditional armaments. In the next stage - after construction and decoration, a group of servants
including the bearers of the Nakhl, the Nakhl guide, lamentation and music groups, along with the
mourners participating in this ceremony carry the Nakhl through the main places and squares of the
city on the day of Ashura. Research findings show that this ritual is a masculine ritual and the reason
people participate in this ritual is Barakatkhahi (seeking blessing). A separate ritual called Bilzani
is held simultaneously with the Nakhl-gardani ritual to further seek Barakatkhahi. Barakatkhahi
which means asking for abundance, is achieved by asking for help from an object associated with a
myth and if a large number of people together ask for help, the possibility of receiving Barakat will
increase – thus, explaining the importance of the collective Nakhl-gardani ritual.
Key Words: Ashura, religious tourism, ritual, thick description, Nakhl-gardani

Introduction
The central arid area of Iran is known for its brick
buildings, windbreaks and aqueducts which are inscribed
on the UNESCO world heritage list. But this area is
also home to ancient rituals with a history of several
thousand years that have received little attention by travel
companies and tourists. One of these beautiful rituals
is called Nakhl-gardani (Nakhl-carrying) or carrying
the mourning coffin. Due to the undeniable impact of
geography and place of residence on the formation of a

ritual (Moyers & Campbell, 1988), the construction of
the Nakhl and carrying it is not common throughout Iran
and this ritual is primarily held in central Iran.
The people of this area are mainly farmers and the
most important concern of these desert-dwelling people
is the life and death of plants and trees (Bahar, 2016).
This preoccupation has definitely contributed to the
construction of mourning Nakhls in the shape of the
evergreen cypress trees. In the culture of Iranian people,
the cypress tree, due to its resistance to the harsh climate
of this area, as a symbol, stands for resistance and life
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after death (Moshir, 2009). Prior to the advent of Islam
the cypress signified that their national legend, Siavash,
continued to live - Iranians used a cypress-shaped coffin
to symbolically represent the burial of his body.

enhancing social resilience by creating social capital
and vitality within society (Fallahi et al., 2018) and
promoting charity through the distribution of free food
among the poor (Gruber, 2016).

With the advent of Islam and then, when the Safavid
dynasty came to power in the sixteenth century, changes
were made in this ritual. Given the formation of a
powerful Shiite government and the fact that Shiites were
no longer a minority, the Safavid era can be considered the
peak and golden age of the Shiite mourning ceremonies.
Mourning ceremonies were of such importance to the
Safavid that they were held even in the midst of a battle
(Montazerolghaem & Keshavarz, 2017:57). During that
period, the name of the ritualistic coffin was changed to
Nakhl and it was only carried on the day of Ashura, the
day of martyrdom of the third Shiite Imam (Bolukbashi,
2003). Nowadays, Nakhl-gardani is unique to the Ashura
ceremony held in central Iran and the mourning ceremony
in this area is held so magnificently that the area has been
named the Hussainiya1 of Iran. The philosophy of naming
this area is based on the two principles of multiplicity
and the unique style of mourning ceremonies. Over
1000 places have been built in this area for the purpose
of mourning the martyrdom of Imam Hussein and the
traditional style of mourning observed by desert-dwellers
in rituals such as Nakhl-gardani is unique in Iran.

In spite of the importance of the above mentioned studies,
they only cover part of the subject and the complicated
cultural meanings hidden in the rituals are neglected. To
solve this problem, Clifford Geertz (1973) promoted the
thick description of rituals in contrast to thin positivist
descriptions and considered this technique to be effective
in gaining a deeper understanding of rituals; therefore,
the main aim of the present research is to analyse the
manner of holding the Nakhl-gardani ritual in central
Iran. In this regard, identifying the stages of holding the
ritual and interpreting the cultural meanings affecting
each of the phases, using the thick description technique
in order to gain a deeper understanding of the manner of
holding this ritual in this area, are the objectives of this
research.

Among the early sociologists, Ibn Khaldun (1958)
paid special attention to the study of rituals of previous
civilizations and among the contemporaries, Durkheim
(1915), after studying primitive societies, considered
rituals to be one of the two pillars of religion next to
beliefs. Due to the great impact of the positivist approach,
thinkers in the field of social sciences sought to discover
the functions of rituals for society, and they mentioned
functions such as: helping the survival of society
(Giddens, 2021) and the preservation and maintenance of
social patterns (Parsons, as quoted by Ritzer & Stepnisky,
2013). A group of researchers under the influence of this
dominant view studied Ashura mourning in Iran and its
functions in strengthening neighbourhoods through the
voluntary participation of various generations in the
management of the ritual (Alalhesabi & Peykan, 2015),
1 Hussainiya or Tekyeh is a place which is built exclusively
for the purpose of holding mourning ceremonies for Imam
Hussain.

To achieve the intended aim and objectives, the content
of this article will be divided into three sections. The first
section examines the history of Nakhl-gardani and the
changes it underwent before and after the advent of Islam
into Iran and studies the Ashura mourning ceremony.
This section will finish with an overview of the method
of studying rituals. The second section will focus on
the technique used in this research and the method of
data collection. The limitations of the research and an
overview of central Iran will also be presented in this
section. The third section includes a presentation of the
collected information, analysis and interpretation of the
information, as well as the contribution of the article to
the body of knowledge and recommendations for future
articles.

Review of Literature
Rituals are considered the practical reflection of the
beliefs of communities. They are a series of actions that
are performed in a rhythmic and orderly manner with
the aim of satisfying a basic need (Benoit & Benoit,
2008). Rituals usually consist of an interconnected set
of ceremonies that people hold by performing plays and
arranged movements. These rituals may be seasonal and
coincide with periods of fertility of plants or they may
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of Iran (Jahangard, 2020). Undoubtedly, none of these
common rituals have continuity and coherence and on
the other hand, the unity and greatness of the mourning
rituals of Ashura in Iran. This ritual, which is the
representation of a significant religious event, has long
been performed with great splendour and sorrow.

Figure 1: 4,000-Year-Old Cypress of Abarkuh. Claimed
to be the Oldest Living Thing on Earth

Ashura in Iran
One of the important issues regarding the history of
Shi’ism is the martyrdom of one of their Imams2 in
the Karbala event3 on the day of Ashura4. This event
symbolises the moral duality between injustice and
worldly corruption on the one hand, and godly justice,
piety, selflessness and perseverance on the other hand
(Aghaie, 2007). The main characteristic of the Ashura
ceremony is that it is spontaneous and is held without
government involvement. On this holy day, Iranians,
both young and old, rich or poor, all hold mourning
ceremonies in mosques, bazaars and other public places

https://media.tehrantimes.com/d/t/2022/07/22/4/4220496.
jpg?ts=1658497474652

be annual or reconstruct a historical event (Shirazi &
Sadeqi, 2015). Rituals prepare human beings for social
life by imposing discipline on the soul and the power of
self-control. They bring people together and thus reaffirm
their common bonds (Coser, 1977).
According to historical documents and travelogues, since
long ago, rituals have been performed in Iranian cities
(Tavernier et al., 1678; Figueroa et al., 2017). Some of
these rituals such as the rain ritual are practiced up to this
day in various forms, such as rain prayer, in arid areas
Figure 2: Carved Cypress Tree in Persepolis 500 BC

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/64/
Bas-Relief_on_Apadana_Staircase_-_Persepolis_-_
Central_Iran_-_02_%287427773884%29.jpg

2 There is a famous Hadith in Shiite sources named Hadith
Jaber according to which, before his death, Prophet
Muhammad appointed twelve successors or Imams, the
third of whom is Hussain ibn Ali (Tabarsi, 1970).
3 The Karbala event was a battle that occurred in 61 HQ and
on the tenth day of Muharram (Ashura). This battle took
place between the army of Hussain ibn Ali (the grandson of
Prophet Muhammad and the son of the first Shiite Imam)
and the army deployed by Yazid I (the second king in the
Umayyad dynasty) in the vicinity of a place called Karbala.
Imam Hussain considered the rule of Yazid ibn Mu'awiya,
who had inherited the power, to be illegitimate and illegal
and believed him to be an unqualified and corrupt person
that did not deserve to rule the Muslims. On the second day
of Muharram, Imam Hussain’s household and companions
who were traveling to the city of Kufa, invited by the people
of this city. They were surrounded by Yazid’s army in a desert
near Kufa called Karbala and eventually, after tolerating
eight days without drinking any water, Imam Hussain and
his 72 companions fought Yazid’s 30,000 soldiers and were
all martyred, while the women who accompanied them were
sent to Yazid’s court in Damascus as captives (Howard,
1990).
4 Ashura is derived from the Arabic word ‘Ashar’ meaning
‘ten’ and Ashura means the tenth. According to Muslims,
the tenth of Muharram is the day Moses and the Children
of Israel crossed the Nile River in order to escape the
persecution of the Pharaoh (Bukhārī, 1966). It also coincides
with the day when Imam Hussain and his companions were
martyred between the two affluent rivers of Tigris and
Euphrates while they were thirsty. Both these incidents
occurred as a result of uprising against the rulers of the time.
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in their neighbourhoods. Mourning ceremonies in Iran
begin on the first day of the month of Muharram, but the
main ceremony is held on the day of Ashura.
During the Ashura mourning ceremony, black flags are
raised everywhere (Careri et al., 1719). All of the people
look sad and sorrowful, wearing black clothes, a colour
that is seldom used because it is considered abominable
in Islam. Men abstain from shaving their heads and
beards and women do not wear makeup. In addition, they
not only refrain from committing any sin but also deprive
themselves of any fun and entertainment and amusement
(Della Valle, 1843).
Although some of the customs and traditions of these
days are similar all over Iran, some regions and cities
have unique rituals and traditions which distinguish them
from other parts. For instance, Zanjan City is famous
for holding one of the largest religious gatherings in the
world that approximately half a million people participate
in annually (Nazeri, 2011); central Iran is known for
its Nakhls, huge wooden structures that are carried by
hundreds of people (Gaffary, 1984).
Nakhl-gardani
Nakhl-gardani is one of the important rituals of Iranians
in the Ashura mourning ceremony whose origins have
been traced back to the pre-Islamic period, and the Tabutgardani (coffin-carrying) rituals of national legends
(Frumkin, 1970; Hosoori, 2008). Nakhl is an object
(Richards, 1931), a wooden statue (Ayati, 1938), or the
symbol of cypress5 that in various sources is presented
as a coffin-like object for mourning (Korom, 2003;
Chelkowski, 2005). Building symbolic coffins of legends
in the shape of cypress and the ritual of carrying them in
mourning gatherings have been very common in Iranian
culture. A prominent and valid example is the annual

5

The symbol of cypress or paisley pattern has a several
thousand-year-old origin in Iran. It is symbolic of freedom
and resistance for Iranians and has been used extensively
in traditional Iranian arts and for decorating all sorts of
handicrafts, especially carpets and rugs. In the beliefs of the
people of this land, freedom as an attribute is ascribed to
cypress because it is associated with the planet Venus, since
cypress due to its beauty, its being evergreen and its height,
is rebellious (Yahaghi, 1997).

mourning ceremony for Siavash’s6 death and the related
carrying of his coffin (Chelkowski, 2008).
With the advent of Islam into Iran, some Iranian
behaviours, customs and rituals, such as carrying the
coffin of Siavash were not in conflict with the new social
and cultural tenets. With changes in form and meaning
and blending with Islamic themes, some of these practices
continued their social existence in ceremonies being
maintained, albeit with a different focus, such as Nakhlgardani being celebrated on Ashura (Bolukbashi, 2003).
Using the word Nakhl for the coffin-carrying ritual for
Imam Hussein dates back to the Safavid period. Since
Nakhl is lifted and carried on the day of Ashura, it has
been called Nakhl-e Ashura and because it is used in the
mourning ceremonies for religious martyrs and to lament
the death of the youth and at other mourning ceremonies,
it is also called Nakhl-e Matam (sorrow) (Ibid).
Regarding the geographical and cultural scope of Nakhlgardani, it should be noted that, in Iran, this ritual is
performed in specific areas (Chelkowski, 2008). This
ritual is ascribed to the cities and villages located on the
margins of the central desert of Iran ranging from the
south of Khorasan to Yazd, where cypresses grow. In the
ceremony, a cabin in the shape of a cypress covered in
black and decorated with all sorts of colourful shawls and
mirrors is carried by people in Hussainiyas, Tekyehs, and
places, where the mourning ceremony is held for Imam
Hussein and this coffin,. This ritual is symbolic of the
6 Siavash, one of the mythical heroes of Iranian stories, was
the son of a slave captured by Keykāvus (the king of Iran)
in a battle with a neighboring country. When Siavash grows
up, Sudabeh, his step-mother, falls in love with him and
using various tricks, she tries to have an affair with him,
but each time, he rejects her. Sudabeh who sees that she
has no chance of achieving her goal, accuses him and when
Keykāvus is informed of the accusations, he tries to find out
who is guilty and who is innocent. He sets up a bonfire and
asks the defendants to cross the fire (an Iranian custom to
find the real criminal). Siavash accepts the challenge and
crosses the fire safely. But Sudabeh refuses to enter the fire.
Having found the truth, Keykāvus decides to kill Sudabeh,
but Siavash opposes him and does not allow him to do so. To
protect his father from being dishonored and to make people
forget the incident, Siavash deploys his army to the borders
of the country and ultimately, he is innocently killed in a
foreign land and a green plant grows out where his blood is
spilled (Firdawsi, 2006).
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Figure 3: Siavash mourning painting from the
7th and 8th centuries AD in the Hermitage
Museum

Figure 4: Pic of Tabas city’s Nakhl-gardani in 1906 by Sven
Hedin

http://www.tabasenc.ir/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/old-ashooratabas1-3.jpg
https://s5.picofile.com/file/8131763326/siavash10.
jpg

Muharram mourning ceremony in Iran. For the rest of
the year, the Nakhl is kept in front of or inside mosques
and Hussainiyas.
Many orientalists in their travelogues have referred to
Ashura mourning in Iran and have attended coffin-carrying
rituals for Imam Hussain; people such as Olearius et al.
(1662), Careri et al. (1719), Della Valle (1843), Kotov
(1958), and Kaempfer (2018). For instance, the Russian
traveler, Kotov, describing the ritual of carrying a kind of
coffin while performing Ta’zieh7
on the festival itself they go through the maidan
(Square) and the streets, and they carry coffins
decorated all over with strips of copper and
tin and glass; and in front of those coffins ride
naked boys on camels seated backwards facing
the tail and they also yell ‘Ksen’ (Hussein) and
in front of those same coffins they carry the long
poles’ (Katov, 1958:81).

The symbolic aspects of Ashura and related performance
rituals such as Nakhl-gardani have always attracted the
attention of cultural tourists and have contributed to the
development of tourism in Iran and attracted foreign
tourists (Khavarian et al., 2014, 2017). For example,
Wharton and Swift (2013), recommending a journey to
Iran on the day of Ashura, describe their observations on
this day as an unforgettable experience and one of the
most fascinating symbolic performances in the world.
Petrosyuk (2014) and Yomadic (2017) also point out
that a trip to Iran on the day of Ashura and observing the
rituals related to this day is an experience that you have
never had and it is a ceremony that you couldn’t even
imagine existed. In 2020, before the Corona outbreak,
1200 international tourists attended Ashura rituals in Iran
without any targeted promotion (SMTnewspaper, 2020)

Method of Studying Rituals

Katov’s report about Ashura shows that the Tabut-gardani
ritual for Imam Hussain especially fascinated him and the
fact that it has been recorded by an orientalist shows the
significance of this ritual for understanding the culture of
the people of this part of the world.
7 Ta'zieh, or Shabih, is a kind of traditional Iranian religious
drama. In this drama, actors play the roles of the people
present in the event of Ashura.

One of the common approaches to studying rituals is
interpretive anthropology. Interpretive anthropology
must be considered a sequel to religious anthropology
in which religion is one of the most important meaning
systems in any culture. This type of anthropology, in fact,
discusses how networks of meaning are formed through
symbols, how they interact with each other, and what
processes they create for the individual and community
to perceive the environment and the external world
(Turner, 1969; Douglas, 1970). Symbols and symbolism
are the most fundamental methods of studying rituals
in anthropology because symbols are an important
part of the ritualistic practices as well as the smallest

132

International Journal of Religious Tourism and Pilgrimage

Volume 10(iii) 2022

building block of the structure of rituals (Hamilton,
1998; Morris, 2004; Johnson, 2013; Tucker, 2013).
Symbols, based on harmony and general agreement in
the position of a natural representative or representation
of specific phenomena, have similar characteristics with
those phenomena or have commonalities with them
in imagination and reality (Turner, 1975; Ducrot &
Schaeffer, 1995). Symbols stimulate thought and guide
people to the realm of wordless thought, and are simply
used instead of something else, and are a sign or signifier
of it, and inspire the artist (Hall, 1994). Therefore,
symbols can have various concrete representations,
such as colours, geometrical or non-geometrical shapes,
numbers, practices and rituals (Guerin, 2005). Because
the interpretive anthropological approach seeks to
clarify the meanings and values of religious and cultural
practices and rituals, it is in contrast to the positivistic
approach that seeks to find the cause and origin of
religion (Segal, 1999) by treating religion like natural
objects (Thompson, 1991).
Summarising the contents of the research literature, it can
be said that the Nakhl-gardani ritual is one of the symbolic
customs of Iranians in mourning national and religious
legends. A Nakhl is built similar to a cypress tree, which
is the symbol of freedom and endurance for Iranians legends never surrender to the hardships of life or cruel
rulers. The historical background of Nakhl-gardani dates
back to the pre-Islamic period and it has been performed
for mourning the martyrdom of Imam Hussain on the day
of Ashura since the Safavid Shiite government came to
Figure 5: Study Area

Aslani, Farashah & Bahramjerdi, 2020

power in the 10th century AH. This ritual is common in
the arid and desert areas of Iran where cypresses grow.
Interpretive anthropologists’ interest in studying rituals
led them to use various methods for gaining a deep
understanding of the hidden meanings of rituals such
as Nakhl Gardani. One of the popular methods of these
anthropologists, which has been used in the present
research, will be described in the research methodology
section.

Research Methodology
Interpretive anthropology is linked to the names of
a number of prominent thinkers, yet the influence of
Clifford Geertz on this discipline is perhaps the most
conspicuous (Rivière, 2013). The main source of
Geertz’s theoretical ideas about religion is his article
entitled Religion as a Cultural System published in 1999.
To show the significance of religious behaviours and
their meaning beyond the objective and universal view
of positivists, Geertz calls anthropologists to use more
precise and profound ways and methods. Therefore, he
explains another concept in an underlying ‘context’ and
calls it ‘thick description’ in contrast to a ‘thin description’
(Harrison, 2013). While thin description deals only with
empirical observation and data recording, the more
general approach of thick description is used when the
anthropologist seeks to identify the hidden meanings of
empirical evidence (Sherratt, 2006).
The field of this research included the desert cities of
Yazd, Mehriz and Ardakan in Muharram 2020 (Figure 5).
This region has an area of 131,000 square kilometres. The
absence of underground water reservoirs, low rainfall and
high evaporation are the main causes of drought in this
area. Temperature fluctuations in winter and summer and
even between night and day are very high. The maximum
and minimum temperature varies from 45°C above zero
to 20°C below zero, but despite the high heat, 253 species
of native plants have been identified in this region.
In this study, the researchers tried to combine firsthand field experiences and studies of social and cultural
structures (Hammersly & Atkinson, 2007) and interpret
the relationship between thoughts and feelings within
the meanings (Murchison, 2010). That is, they tried to
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combine the interpretive layers which they built up
from the experiences of people who are key informants
with near-experience (Barnard & Jonathan, 2002).
These were blended with their own distant-experiences
(Geertz, 1983), and the overall tools that were used were
unstructured (dialogue-based) observation and interview
methods in the field of research.
The sampling method employed was targeted sampling
and 19 people including 12 men and 7 women were
selected using this method. These people were selected
due to their considerable information and first-hand
experience of the ritual. They comprised two main groups:
those who were directly involved in building the Nakhl
and holding the Nakhl-gardani ritual, and mourners who
were present at the time of holding the ritual on the day
of Ashura. The interview process began five days before
Ashura when Nakhls were prepared and were completed
at noon on the day of Ashura when the ritual ended.
Like other qualitative studies, this research is faced with
the challenge of generalisability, because the findings of
qualitative research are limited to the case and cannot
be generalised to the entire population. Therefore, it
is impossible to claim that the Nakhl-gardani ritual
introduced in this research is always performed in the
same way. For example, since the symbols used to
decorate the Nakhls are donated by various people, they
are different from each other. In some areas, since the
streets and alleys are narrow, very small Nakhls are built
and it is impossible for musicians or Chavoshkhans to
stand on them.

Findings and Discussion
The manner of holding the Nakhl-gardani ritual, according
to Geertz, is the result of hidden cultural meanings
that can be understood more deeply through the thick
description technique. Based on initial observations, the
Nakhl-gardani ritual as a ritualistic text can be analysed
and interpreted in two parts: Preparing the Nakhl and
carrying the Nakhl. The first part of this section will be
devoted to the method of preparing the Nakhl such as
the method of building it and interpreting the cultural
meanings affecting it and in the next part, carrying the
Nakhl will be analysed and its related ceremonies will be
interpreted.

Part one: preparing the Nakhl
The Nakhl is the most important element in the Nakhlgardani ritual. The method of building it and the symbols
used in it indicate the religious and cultural identities
of the desert-dwelling Iranians. In this section and
before discussing the method of carrying the Nakhl, we
will describe the method of preparing the Nakhl and
decorating it by those in charge of building it.
The body of the Nakhl

Nakhls are built entirely out of wood and to join the pieces
of wood, nails, pegs, and iron fasteners are used (Figure
6). An interviewee stated that in the original method of
building the Nakhl, no glue is used. Nakhl is generally
made of dense, hardwood and in its construction, mainly
the black poplar, oak, walnut and even Russian wood
are used. Nakhls are built in different sizes and their size
varies from two meters to eleven meters, depending on
the financial means of the builder. People usually pay the
expenses of building Nakhls in the form of Nazr8. For
example, the Nakhl carried at Amir Chakhmaq Square
in Yazd is 11 meters tall. The structure of the Nakhl is
reticulate. One of the builders of the Nakhl stated that
the reason for this is to decrease the weight of the Nakhl
and create openings for the wind to pass through. The
front part of the cabin is always taller than the back wall,
consequently, the roof of the cabin has a downward slope
towards the back. The upper part of the front and back
walls of the Nakhl is typically bow-shaped or angled.
The distance between the base of the Nakhl and the
ground is 40 to 50 cm. This distance is enough to put the
least pressure on people when lifting the Nakhl from the
ground. The people in areas that have Nakhl are usually
reluctant to build a new Nakhl and only do so when the
old Nakhl is irreparable due to accidents such as fire or
being worn out.
With the introduction of mass production inside factories
and the advancement of science and technology,
traditional production has been severely damaged and
many of the techniques for manual production of objects
8 Nazr means that a person makes a vow before God that if
their problem is solved, they will do a specific thing for the
satisfaction of God. For instance, Saint Anne, mother of the
Virgin Mary, who was barren, made a vow before God that
if she bore a child, she would send her as a servant to the
Dome of the Rock (Quran, 35:3).
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Babaye Nakhl is someone who is skilful in decorating the
Nakhl. This person is also called Nakhlara (decorator of
the Nakhl). The time spent decorating the Nakhl depends
on the size of the Nakhl, the accessories and decorations
used and finally the type and shape of decoration. The
collection of symbols that Babaye Nakhl uses to decorate
the Nakhl are presented in Figure 7.

Figure 6: The Body of the Nakhl During Construction

In the interviews, it was revealed that decorating the
Nakhl is done by the noble families in an area or
neighbourhood. In some neighbourhoods, this task is
the responsibility of the Sadat (descendants of Imam
Hussain) families, which has been passed down to them
from generation to generation. Some people give objects
to Babaye Nakhl for free to use for decorating the Nakhl.
They do this to receive a blessing from Imam Hussain.
Babaye Nakhl and his assistants decorate the Nakhls of
their neighbourhood with the intention of Barakatkhahi9.
Barakatkhahi can be sought due to a shortage of crops
in deserts and that is why people ask legends to increase
these crops (Bahar, 2016). To justify seeking support from
legends and saints some Muslims mention the healing of
the eyes of the Prophet Jacob with Prophet Abraham’s
shirt which was in possession of Prophet Joseph (Quran,
12: 96).

https://last-cdn.com/2018/12/28/
sZh9WiglWKwAmYRGC4pQ0eQdsS1cW2Kfhg4y17oa.
jpeg

are now forgotten (Yang et al., 2018), of particular
concern is the loss of techniques that reflected the culture
and traditions of specific areas. One of the advantages
of building the Nakhl is the preservation of the local
knowledge of building wooden objects, a knowledge that
is thousands of years old.
The form of the Nakhl and those in charge of building it

In terms of shape, Nakhls are built thick and wide which
is reminiscent of the tall cypress tree. Despite harsh
desert conditions in Iran, the cypress tree remains green
all year long, thus it is a suitable symbol for the Nakhlgardani ritual, which is performed to commemorate the
legends of freedom and resistance. On the eve of Ashura,
the Nakhl is decorated with colourful cloth, mirrors, light
bulbs and armaments. A person called Babaye Nakhl (the
father of the Nakhl) is responsible for doing this job.

Part two: carrying the Nakhl
Having discussed the first part, now we explain the
method of performing the ritual in order to gain a deeper
understanding of the special characteristics of this
event and the intention of the participants. Those who
are responsible for the Nakhl-gardani ritual are called
Khadem10, all of whom are men because in Islam women
are not permitted to carry a coffin (al-Ḥurral-ʿĀmilī,
1960). In general, the responsibilities of these Khadems
are as follows:
9 Barakatkhahi (seeking blessing) means asking for abundance
and seeking help from legends and saints. Quran verses as
well as religious narratives and the conduct of Muslims
indicate that it is permissible to ask God for help, but
regarding asking help from the dead, there is disagreement
between the Shiite and Sunnis. Sunni Muslims, unlike
Shiites, believe that people are completely cut off from the
world after death, so they cannot have any effect on the
problems of this world.
10 Khadem is someone who serves in religious ceremonies
voluntarily and without receiving any money.
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Figure 7: The Nakhl and its Symbols

Authors’ own work

Nakhl-keshan (carriers of the Nakhl): Those who carry
the Nakhl with special etiquette. They are guided by
the Nakhl guide.
Nakhl guide: The guide of the group that carries the
Nakhl is someone who sits on top of the Nakhl, shows
them the route, and coordinates their movements in
carrying the Nakhl.
Nowheh Khani (lamentation) group: In some areas of
Iran, these people sit or stand on the front and back
ends of the Nakhl and throughout the route, recite
the Quran or Chavoushi11.
Group of musicians: In huge Nakhls, a number of
people sit on the back part of the roof or behind it
and play the cymbal or drums.
11 Chavoshkhan is someone who has a beautiful voice and
in religious ceremonies, recites poems to praise the Shiite
Imams or mourn their deaths. One of the poems that
Chavoshkhans recite on the day of Ashura is the following:
The fire of Hell will never touch the body of he who is a
companion of Hussain. There is only one way to wash away
a mountain of sin; shedding a tear while mourning Hussain.

Calendar events and other symbolic events

According to the Lunar calendar, the main ritual is
performed at noon on the day of Ashura, but other
events are also held along with it that have no relation
to the calendar event. For example, before lifting the
Nakhl from the ground, a group of bare-footed Nakhl
carriers standing a long distance away from the Nakhl
and holding muddy cups run towards the Nakhl while
crying ‘Hussain! Hussain!’, which is symbolic of the
companions of Imam Hussain and those who seek to take
his revenge in the present time. In the Bilzani (shovelling)
ritual in Khosf village, which is performed along with the
Nakhl-gardani ritual, farmers hold their shovels in the air
and hit the shovels together ceremonially. Because they
believe that the abundance of their crops depends on this
practice (Figure 8).
The Bilzani ritual is approximately 200 years old and
relates the story of a tribe called Bani Asad that while
crossing the Karbala desert, found the dead bodies of
Imam Hussain and his companions abandoned on the
sands three days after Ashura. Using shovels and other
tools, they buried the bodies of the martyrs.
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Figure 8: Bilzani Ritual

https://www.mizan.news/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/2693481_863.jpg
Mourners’ beliefs regarding Nakhl-gardani ritual

Beliefs are the basis of ceremonies and rituals and rituals
are formed based on people’s beliefs. People find specific
meanings for their behaviours that are often expressed
in their words. This section interprets the meanings of
concepts that people hold as beliefs. What has been
obtained from the interviews regarding the Nakhl-gardani
ritual is as follows:
The philosophy of naming the Nakhl: People always try
to make the objects associated with Imam Hussain tangible
for themselves so that in this way they can maintain
their religious beliefs. The statements of locals indicate
that they consider this Nakhl to be the symbol of Imam
Hussain or his coffin. For example, Nakhl is reminiscent
of the two pearls of heaven (Imam Hasan12 and Imam
Hussain), or it is reminiscent of Imam Hussain’s tent in
Karbala, or it is symbolic of Siavash’s coffin prior to the
advent of Islam, or it is symbolic of Imam Hussain’s dead
body when there was no one to bury it.
Reason for presence: People subconsciously sanctify
what they have seen or heard about the Nakhl. Based on
these beliefs, people exhibit specific behaviours while
12 Imam Hussein's older brother

performing the Nakhl-gardani ritual, the most interesting
of which are the following:
Whenever I have a request, I turn to nowhere
but this place.
This Nakhl is blessed by Imam Hussain and
fulfills everyone’s wish.
If a barren woman passes beneath the Nakhl,
she will have children.
If a sick child is passed over the top of the Nakhl
by the carriers of the Nakhl, he or she will be
healed.
If while the Nakhl is being carried in an alley it
hits the wall of a house, bad things will happen
to the residents of that house and they should
sacrifice a sheep in order to avoid them.
To fulfill their wishes, women must light an oil
lamp next to the Nakhl and weep over it all
night.’
One of the dominant themes which were observed in the
above interviews is again the subject of Barakatkhahi.
As mentioned previously, the theme of Barakatkhahi
is evident in all Iranian myths and rituals, especially
regarding the end of drought and increase of crops in the
desert areas through asking legends such as Siavash for
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Figure 7: Models of the Nakhl-gardani in Ardakan City Based on Schechner Theory

Adapted from Schechner (1988) Y

help. After the advent of Islam, the source of this belief
was changed from Siavash to Imam Hussain. People
believed that through Imams such as Imam Hussain and
the objects associated with them, their wealth would
increase and their untreatable diseases would be healed.
The following Quran verse is important in this context:
Never think of those who have been killed in the
cause of Allāh as dead. Rather, they are alive
with their Lord, receiving provision’ (3;169),
Thus, the Shiites do not consider Imam Hussain to be
dead and believe that he fulfils their worldly and otherworldly wishes, albeit with God’s permission. Therefore,
they believe that by crying over the Nakhl, which is a
symbol associated with Imam Hussain, their problems
will be solved and their welfare will increase. Crying
over the Nakhl also has both Iranian and Islamic-Shiite
origins. In ancient Iran, to attract abundance or rain,

people wept for the legends and in the Shiite sect, too, it
has been advised that crying for Imam Hussain protects
one from the fire of hell (Khaki & Ghaedi, 2015).
Carrying the Nakhl

In Muslim funerals, typically a group of people carries the
body of the deceased and others walk behind the body or
on either side of it. As mentioned, the Nakhl is symbolic
of the coffin or the dead body of Imam Hussain, which
was abandoned deserted and unburied in Karbala. Now
in the Nakhl-gardani ritual, the mourners symbolically
bury this body. One of the suitable models for carrying
the coffins of prominent individuals is Schechner’s
model. Schechner (1988) divides such rituals into two
categories: Eruption and procession.
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Each eruption represents a hot centre and cold margins.
The hot centre is where an incident is taking place, such as
a street fight. Cold margins are ordinary spaces that exist
around an incident, such as a sidewalk. The spectators
who are attracted to the hot centre stay longer and watch,
but others do not go closer than the cold spot and pretty
soon get back to their daily routines. In the procession
model, planned events proceed along a predetermined
path and spectators join or leave the crowd throughout
the path.
Observing the performance of the Nakhl-gardani ritual in
the studied cities, it is found that this ritual follows both
the procession model and the eruption model (Figure 7).
Based on the procession model, Nakhls are carried from
mosques to the main squares of the cities along specific
paths. A group of mourners accompany the Nakhl along
the path. When the Nakhl reaches the determined spots,
it stops for a while and this is when the eruption model
starts. A large crowd watches the carrying of the Nakhl
(the hot event) with its special ceremonies - they watch
from the buildings and sidewalks surrounding the square
(the cold spots).
Union with the Nakhl

On other days of the year, people pass by the Nakhl but it
is the performance or hot event on the day of Ashura that
causes them to stop and participate. In order to achieve
unity13 with the ritual, people undergo three phases. The
first phase is separation in which a person leaves their
previous position. The second phase is the threshold in
which a person has left the previous position but has
not entered the new position yet. And the third phase
is the postliminal phase in which a person enters their
secondary position and is accepted in it (Gennep, 1960).
In the Nakhl-gardani ritual, these three phases are formed
as follows:

ritual is due to be held voluntarily and without receiving
any money.
Threshold: Participants recognise the supernatural power
of the Nakhl by doing actions such as throwing pieces of
cloth on the Nakhl (these pieces of cloth represent a kind
of vow and will later be used for charitable purposes) and
slaughtering their sacrificial goats in front of the Nakhl
(a kind of gift from a person to the supernatural beings)
(Henninger, 1987). The role of Chavoshkhans (people
who sing Shiite religious songs) in distracting the minds
of the mourners from the material world by telling sad
stories about Karbala and reciting panegyrics is very
prominent.
Postliminal phase: In this phase, a plurality will turn into
unity. Khadems along with mourners lift the Nakhl from
the ground and then, only one thing exists the Nakhl.
For years, economic systems have encouraged societies
to embrace individualism (Uskul, et al., 2008). But
promoting individualism in areas where clouds produce
little precipitation and farmers always gaze at the sky,
will lead to nothing but people’s constant struggle
over limited resources (Triandis, 1995). The impact of
geographical conditions in this area has caused people
to adopt a communal culture which is manifested in the
form of the Nakhl-gardani ritual. On the day of Ashura,
all people, both rich and poor, wear the same clothes
and all class differences disappear. Those who wash the
streets, those who distribute food among the mourners,
and those who perform the Nakhl-gardani ritual are all
volunteers and seek nothing but the satisfaction of Imam
Hussain and his creator.

Separation: By gathering at the place where the Nakhlgardani ritual is held, mourners are separated from their
usual position. They close their shops and workplaces and
enter the place where the ritual is held in black clothes.
They even clean and prepare the places in which the
13 Unity or unity of existence is a technical term in Islamic
philosophy, especially the philosophy of Mulla Sadra. In
this view, by being placed in a single collection, various
objects are given the same name.
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Conclusion
The architecture of cities in central Iran and its tangible
heritage have attracted the attention of the world after
Yazd City was inscribed on UNESCO World Heritage
List. However, customs, ceremonies and rituals, and
the intangible heritage of this area that have created this
architectural style have received little attention. Each
year, a special ritual is performed in this area on the
day of Ashura that has great potential to attract cultural
tourists and pilgrims. This ritual is known as Nakhlgardani. Since this ritual was unknown to non-Iranians,
the researchers aim to study its performance.
There are two main approaches to studying rituals:
positivism and interpretivism. In studies conducted under
the influence of positivism, the focus is primarily on
the significance of functions of rituals for communities
(Durkheim, 1915), such as strengthening neighbourhoods
(Alalhesabi & Peykan, 2015) and enhancing social
resilience (Fallahi et al., 2018). Although such studies are
valuable, they fail to grasp complicated cultural concepts.
The second approach is used when the researcher seeks
to identify the hidden meanings of empirical evidence
(Sherratt, 2006). Interpretive anthropologists recommend
the thick description technique for this purpose (Geertz,
1937). Since the Nakhl-gardani ritual is a huge cultural
event, the second approach seemed to be more suitable
for the present research and the use of thick description
in order to identify the phases of performing this ritual
and interpret the cultural meanings affecting each phase
became the objective of this research.
Regarding the Nakhl-gardani ritual, it can be stated that
this ritual is not common all over Iran and the geographical
area where this ritual has been common is the arid area of
central Iran. The Nakhl, or the coffin of legends, is built
in the shape of a cypress tree, a resistant and evergreen
tree growing in the deserts, a holy tree that became the
symbol of the immortality of legends such as Siavash
(Chelkowski, 2008). With the advent of Islam, the name
of Siavash’s coffin was changed to Nakhl and after the
coming to power of the Safavid Shiite government, this
Nakhl was only carried to commemorate the martyrdom
of Imam Hussein on the day of Ashura (Bolukbashi,
2003).

Examining the information obtained from the conducted
observations and interviews about the Nakhl-gardani
ritual in the cities of Yazd, Taft and Ardakan in central
Iran in 2020 showed that this ritual is performed in two
stages: the preparation of the Nakhl and the carrying of
the Nakhl.
The Shiites of this area cover the expenses of preparing
the Nakhl, from the cost of building it to the cost of
decorative objects, without any aid from the government.
All the Nakhls were built in the shape of the cypress,
based on local knowledge of building wooden structures;
however, they vary in terms of their size and the objects
used to decorate them. Some people who are better off
build larger Nakhls, but all these people did so in order to
seek Barakatkhahi. Some people donate objects such as
mirrors, light bulbs and pieces of cloth to Babaye Nakhl
to decorate the Nakhl. They do it for the same reason as
the previous group, to seek Barakatkhahi. Barakatkhahi
is rooted in Iranian legends such as the story of Siavash
and people ask such heroes for help to improve their
welfare and solve their problems (Bahar, 2016). With the
advent of Islam, the focus of Barakatkhahi changed from
Siavash to Imam Hussain.
After preparing the Nakhl, a group of Khadems with
responsibilities become involved. These include guides,
people who carry the Nakhl, Chavoshkhani who sing and
chat; musicians who play the cymbal or drums. The Nakhl
is carried to urban squares and centres and displayed
for the mourning ceremony. Since Islam prohibits
women from carrying a coffin, carrying the Nakhl is
the responsibility of men. Men carried the Nakhl based
on two models - eruption and procession. Based on the
procession model, they carry the Nakhl to specified spots
and at those points, based on the eruption model, they
display the Nakhl for the mourning ceremony. While the
main ritual is being performed, rituals such as Gelmali
(rubbing mud on the body) and Bilzani (shoveling) also
take place - although their symbolic time does not match
the events of Ashura, they are effective in increasing
mourners’ enthusiasm.
Mourners who are present throughout this process mostly
consider the Nakhl to be symbolic of Imam Hussain’s
coffin and they use the Nakhl as the medium between
themselves and Imam Hussain in order to enhance their
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welfare and solve their problems. They abandon their
daily routines and attend the ceremony. They become so
involved in the ritual that they become one with it. To
reach this unity, they undergo separation, threshold and
postliminal stages, facilitated by accepting active roles
in the ritual.
Finally, the Nakhl-gardani ritual can be interpreted as a
symbolic demonstration of national and religious beliefs
of hard-working people through which several thousand
years of lived experience are publicly displayed within
several hours without any participants receiving any
money. All voluntary actions, both public elements of
the ritual and preparation work behind the scene are
performed so that both tourists and mourners, Shiites and
followers of other sects, will experience an original event
at that time and place.
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